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First commandment:

Ask for higher wages



Wages in the region remain far 
below the EU average
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Source: converge2eu. Data for 2025. PPS = purchasing power standards.

Even after adjusting for lower 
prices, wages in the region are only 
37–67% of the EU average.



Labour share
remains low.

In the Balkan countries, 
workers often get less than 
one half of the value they 
produce.

Georgia and Moldova do 
somewhat better.
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Labour income
does not cover
household 
consumption.

This is different from 
Austria, where 
compensation exceeds 
household 
consumption.

Compensation of employees / household consumption, %
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Higher wages are good for 
everyone, not just for the workers







"If the Treasury were to fill old bottles with banknotes, bury them at 
suitable depths in disused coalmines … and leave it to private 
enterprise … to dig the notes up again …, there need be no more 
unemployment and … the real income of the community … would 
probably become a good deal greater than it actually is."
John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory, 1936

Higher wages More spending More sales More production More jobs and 
growth

Source: J. M. Keynes (1936), The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, chapter 10.



Second commandment:

Fight for labour rights



Systematic 
violation of labour
rights in Albania, 
Georgia, North 
Macedonia and 
Serbia



Regular or 
repeated violation 
in Bosnia, 
Montenegro and 
Moldova



Compared to just 
sporadic violations 
in Austria

Source: ITUC, Global Rights Index



Rights are taken, not given





Third commandment:

Don’t trust that we have 
labour shortages





Companies list labour shortages as biggest 
obstacle

Obstacle Value

Shortage of labour force 2,2

Brain drain/ emigration 2,3

Customs, tax rates and trade regulations 2,5

Informal economy and unfair competition 2,5

Political or social instability 2,5

Access to finance 2,5

Weak demand 2,5

Source: Balkan Barometer 2024. Note: Lower value = bigger obstacle.



Our analysis of 
LinkedIn postings 
indeed points to 
labour shortages 
among high skills

Source: Own 
calculations, from 
LinkedIn postings.



But our online job 
ads analysis 
points to only 
mismatches for 
low-skill jobs, 
not real 
shortages

Source: Own 
calculations, from online 
job ads.



More than 700,000 
people in the region 
are unemployed

Unemployment rates have 
fallen, but there is still a 
large pool of people who are 
ready to work.

Unemployed persons, thousands
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And another 3.4 
million people of 
working age are 
outside the labour 
force

They are neither working nor 
looking for work – a large 
reserve of potential workers, 
many of them women.

Inactive persons aged 15–64, thousands
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2025).



Fourth commandment:

Don’t be against migration, 
but evaluate it critically



The population is shrinking almost everywhere in the region
Population, million (in brackets: change 1995–2025)

2.2

2.4

2.6

2.8

3.0

3.2

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Albania (−26%)

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Bosnia & Herz. (−15%)

3.6

3.8

4.0

4.2

4.4

4.6

4.8

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Georgia (−16%)

2.2

2.4

2.6

2.8

3.0

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Moldova (−20%)

1.80

1.85

1.90

1.95

2.00

2.05

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

North Macedonia (−9%)

0.60

0.61

0.62

0.63

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Montenegro (+2%)

6.5

7.0

7.5

8.0

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Serbia (−14%)

1.4

1.6

1.8

2.0

2.2

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

Kosovo (−26%)

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators (based on UN World Population Prospects).



This is to a big extent due to emigration, which remains a big problem

Net migration, persons
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Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators (based on UN World Population Prospects).



Employment has stopped growing in most of the region
Number of employed persons, thousands
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Source: ILO modelled estimates, via World Bank WDI; employment = labour force × (1 – unemployment rate).



Emigrants send home 
large amounts of 
money

In 2025, remittances to the 
Western Balkans were about 
USD 16 billion. In Kosovo, 
they equal more than one 
sixth of GDP.

Personal remittances received, % of GDP, 2025
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Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators. * North Macedonia: secondary income, as the country records most 
remittances outside the personal remittances category.



Workers from abroad are beginning to come

Serbia

52,185
work permits issued to foreigners in 2023, 
up from about 24,000 in 2021

Montenegro

40,567
work and residence permits for foreigners 
in 2025, incl. 11,826 for company 
directors

Albania

17,724
foreigners with residence permits for 
work in 2025, up from about 7,000 in 2021

Bosnia & Herz.

6,702
work permits issued in 2025, up from 
5,798 in 2024

North Macedonia

6,128
foreign workers with residence permits in 
2025, 3.5 times more than in 2020

Kosovo

~4,000
residence permits for work issued in 2024

Source: national employment agencies and interior ministries, as reported in the media (N1, Montenegro Business, Gazeta Tema, Albeu); ARZ BiH. Serbia: last year before the 2024 switch to a single 
residence and work permit.



Fifth commandment:

Challenge the 
productivity narrative



Wages in the region remain far 
below the EU average

In Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro, 
also below labour productivity
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Source: converge2eu. Data for 2025. PPS = purchasing power standards.



Productivity depends on technology, not on how hard people work

14 hours
to sew a shirt by hand

Source: The New York Times, 7 January 1860.



Productivity depends on technology, not on how hard people work

1 hour
to sew a shirt on a 
sewing machine

Source: The New York Times, 7 January 1860.



Sixth commandment:

Don’t fear automation



Automation in the 
region is very low

Germany and Japan have 
about 450 industrial robots 
per 10,000 manufacturing 
workers. Serbia had fewer 
than 2.

Robots per 10,000 manufacturing workers
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Source: IFR World Robotics, via Our World in Data (2024); Serbia: EBRD Transition Report 2018-19, based on IFR (2016).



Seventh commandment:

Taxes are good 
(especially if they are 

progressive)





Taxes in the region are 
lower than in the EU

Albania, Kosovo and North 
Macedonia collect 11–14% of 
GDP less in taxes than the EU 
average.

Taxes and social contributions, % of GDP, 2023
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Eighth commandment:

Be pragmatic about AI







AI use in the region 
lags behind Austria 
and Germany

About one in five people of 
working age in the region 
uses generative AI –
compared with one in three 
in Austria.

Generative AI users, % of people aged 15–64
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Source: Microsoft AI Diffusion Report, Q1 2026. No data for North Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo.



But in digitalisation, the region is not far behind the EU
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Source: converge2eu. Data for 2025. Digitalisation = average of internet access, e-government use, enterprises with websites, ICT exports, ICT value added and digital skills.



IT employment in the region has stopped growing

Employed persons in information and communication, thousands
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Ninth commandment:

Embrace industrial 
policy

























Tenth commandment:

Don’t be against the EU, but 
be critical





EU accession raises GDP growth

• EU budget transfers: 1.2 pp
• exports to the EU: 0.6 pp
• control of corruption: 0.3 pp
----------------------------------
• EU accession in total: 2.1 pp

Source: forthcoming study authored by me



EU membership also helps with emigration

Net migration in Estonia and Lithuania (negative values = emigration)
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Almost 20 years after joining the EU, about one in five people in Bulgaria and 
Romania is still at risk of poverty

At-risk-of-poverty rate, % of population
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Source: Eurostat. Share of people with income below 60% of the national median. Latest year: 2025; North Macedonia and Montenegro 2024. No recent data for Kosovo and BiH.



Do this, and we will have a better world

1 Ask for higher wages

2 Fight for labour rights

3 Don’t trust that we have labour 
shortages

4 Don’t be against migration, but 
evaluate it critically

5 Challenge the productivity 
narrative

6 Don’t fear automation

7 Taxes are good (especially if they 
are progressive)

8 Be pragmatic about AI

9 Embrace industrial policy

10 Don’t be against the EU, but be 
critical
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